'The liberty to spread disaster': campaigning for compulsion in the control of venereal diseases in Edinburgh in the 1920s.
The historiography of the growth of government in modern industrial societies has taken shape around two propositions. The first is that governments tend inexorably to discipline social life through the elaboration of an apparatus of inspection and compulsion. The second is that controls of this kind involve elites in the subordination of relatively powerless social categories such as women and children, the poor, the sick, immigrants and minority ethnic groups. This article challenges this meta-narrative in relation to venereal disease. First, it demonstrates the persistence of voluntary and non-compulsory forms of control in interwar Edinburgh. Secondly, the article identifies the contested and negotiated character of regulatory measures. Finally, it seeks to show that compulsion was not an acceptable and popular approach to the problem of venereal disease in Britain at this time.